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The Aural Point of View in the Early Films of Rolf de Heer. 
Australian film-maker Rolf de Heer has written, directed and/or produced twelve feature 
films, none of which feature the typically hyper-masculine, controlling heroes that much of 
mainstream or classical Hollywood cinema is renowned for. In this paper I argue that in de Heer’s 
early films his unlikely protagonists are made the subject of audience identification through use of 
what Edward Branigan in 1984 called the aural point of view (Branigan 94) or APOV.1 This post-
production technique enables the audience to hear what the character on screen apparently imagines 
her or himself to have heard. The key to understanding the mechanism by which de Heer’s 
characteristic use of the APOV works to support a unique, auteurial worldview lies in what Melissa 
Iocca and Anna Hickey-Moody call his “aural construction of subjectivity” (Iocca and Hickey-
Moody 122) regarding such unusual protagonists as the socially awkward pre-teen Orville in Tail of 
a Tiger (1984, Rolf de Heer), the young eponym of Dingo (1991, Rolf de Heer), the 35 year old 
man-child in Bad Boy Bubby (1993, Rolf de Heer), or the mute little girl in The Quiet Room (1996, 
Rolf de Heer). Although they confine their study to his cult hit Bad Boy Bubby, Iocca and Hickey-
Moody note de Heer’s use of binaural sound recording to create a “pre-Oedipal soundscape” -- 
signaling their pertinent psychoanalytic interpretation of this film -- which contributes to “a marked 
move away from insipid approaches to film soundtracks” (ibid.), suggesting here the tameness of 
much of what Hollywood makes audiences hear. Thus, the theorization of subjectivity, identity and 
sound this paper draws upon, in its analysis of de Heer’s aural construction of non-hyper-masculine 
and therefore atypical agents of narrative, is grounded in psychoanalytic and feminist film 
                                                 
1 The author recognizes that sound has been experimented with since it first became available to 
filmmakers, most obviously in avant-garde, art, and animated films, but also in feature-length 
narrative films, including mainstream studio films;  and that this work has, also from the inception 
of sound, been the subject of a continuous stream of critical and theoretical writing.  This essay is 
particularly interested in exploring the specific notions of ‘aural point of view’ and ‘the aural 
construction of subjectivity’ in de Heer’s work. 
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scholarship. I subsequently argue that complicit with the well-known, controlling, male gaze of 
classical Hollywood cinema is a male voice functioning on an unconscious level to construct 
identification with the heroes of dominant patriarchal ideology in most of the so-called “insipid” 
soundtracks of mainstream Hollywood cinema: a voice de Heer has been actively engaged in 
nullifying. In five of de Heer’s first films he encourages the audience to identify with innocent, 
vulnerable, child-like or un-masculine subjects through innovative, signature-like aurality. But I 
suspect he has come to see these manipulations as obvious and clunky, even amateurish, and has 
since sought to engage audiences with his unlikely protagonists via well-honed narrative in his 
more recent films rather than the disruptive act of post-production manipulation of the APOV. 
Nevertheless, these early film’s use of this mechanism to guide subjectivity deserve scrutiny, and 
serve well in explaining this film-makers present ideological stance. 
Film Theory and the Aural Construction of Subjectivity. 
In 1975, Laura Mulvey triggered an ongoing project to investigate the gendered gaze of the 
scopophilic film-goer in “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” (Mulvey 6-18). Her analysis of 
spectatorship proposed that the cinematic apparatus of Hollywood constructs a patriarchal 
subjectivity whereby the audience is encouraged to identify with an active, controlling male 
protagonist, thus voyeuristically reducing female characters to passive objects of desire. The male 
gaze, Mulvey argued, is the dominant position constructed by Hollywood for the audience (and by 
extension, mainstream dramatic feature films elsewhere), in contrast to non-mainstream cinema, in 
which females (or other non-dominant identities) are sometimes the  agents of narrativity. Later, 
Mulvey hinted at the possibility, with feminist intervention, that the female character could be the 
maker and not simply the bearer of meaning, and even “to assert a women’s language as a slap in 
the face for patriarchy” (Mulvey, 1979, 4). Only a few feminist film theorists, however, have been 
inspired to examine the way sound reinforces the male gaze. Maggie Humm acknowledged this 
deficiency, stating that “feminists rarely trace the ways in which women in mainstream films often 
lack independent vocal energies as well as independent images” (Humm 40).  Noting “Hollywood’s 
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tendency to recycle music” in Strains of Utopia (1992), Caryl Flinn was one of those rare feminists 
when she argued that Hollywood’s genre films (especially melodramas and film noirs) kept alive an 
otherwise dull connection between film music and romantic, nostalgic notions of utopia and 
restricted gender roles. Flinn wrote, “Music extends an impression of perfection and integrity in an 
otherwise imperfect, unintegrated world. This is the utopian function I believe has been assigned to 
music in general and to film music of the 1930s and 1940s in particular” (9). These “remote, 
impossibly lost utopias” (10) involve masculine, heroic agents of narrative overpowering (if not 
physically then mentally) the female objects of their (and the audience’s) desire, and which 
generally characterize the classical film scores idealized in Hollywood’s major studio years. They 
are, perhaps, the kind of film scores that Iocca and Hickey-Moody describe as “insipid” in 
comparison with the aural soundscapes created by de Heer in depicting his alternative world-views. 
The unexpected subject positioning of such alternative cinema as de Heer’s may be uncomfortable 
for audiences accustomed to the usual ideological stance of Hollywood, as Anahid Kassabian 
argued: 
Obviously, removing a heterosexual masculine look does not remove masculine subjectivity 
from the circuits of desire in a film. But the kind of familiar visual erotic pleasure produced 
by looking at a female body through identification with a male character is interrupted when 
the looking and desiring character is a female one (Kassabian, Hearing Film, 86). 
The case for an auditory correlate of the ubiquitous male gaze, however, has not been convincingly 
argued. Robert Ryder suggests that in Walter Benjamin’s 1938 work on the optical unconscious 
there lurks a latent theory of the “acoustical unconscious”: 
Just as Benjamin’s acoustical déjà vu involves an echo stepping into the light of 
consciousness out from the darkness of a life seemingly passed by, the “other” nature of the 
camera involves a similar process whereby a space interwoven with the unconscious “steps 
into” a space interwoven with consciousness (Ryder 141).   
I would suggest that this unconscious aural mechanism permits greater identification with 
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Hollywood’s typically hyper-male agents of narrative who, although insensitive and aggressive, are 
typically valorized by the Hollywood apparatus as masculine and superior. Kaja Silverman argued: 
The female subject’s involuntary alignment with the various losses which haunt cinema, 
from the foreclosed real to the invisible agency of enunciation, makes possible the male 
subject’s identification with the symbolic father, and his imaginary alignment with creative 
vision, speech and hearing. Indeed, not only is woman made to assume male lack as her 
own, but her obligatory receptivity to the male gaze is what establishes its superiority, just as 
her obedience to the male voice is what “proves” its power (Silverman, 1988, 32). 
Thus there is a male voice cooperating with the controlling male gaze of mainstream, commercial 
or classical Hollywood cinema. Silverman later affirmed in her paper “Dis-embodying the Female 
Voice” that Hollywood crafts women so that they are “associated with unreliable, thwarted or 
acquiescent speech” (Silverman, 1990, 310) and that the female character is written and performed 
with a “receptivity” to the male voice (ibid.), helping shore up patriarchal ideology in the same way 
the male gaze does. In those relatively rare films in which the non-hyper-masculine male is made 
the narrative agent, the audience’s construction of subjectivity is neither automatic nor accustomed. 
Rather, the audience must be coaxed to identify with the improbable subject. From the very start of 
his film-making career, audience identification with such unlikely protagonists has been gently 
encouraged by de Heer. 
Tail of a Tiger (1984, Rolf de Heer). 
Not long after graduating from the Australian Film, Television and Radio School in Sydney 
in 1980 de Heer began directing his first film, Tail of a Tiger. The unlikely protagonist of this 
believe-in-yourself story is 12 year old Orville Ryan, a buck-toothed, bespectacled, bookish type 
who is obsessed with airplanes. His daydreams involve airplanes, flying, and finally being accepted 
into the local gang of kids who play with remote-controlled model airplanes.  The gang cruelly 
destroy Orville’s model Tiger Moth, but the slightly built lad finds an abandoned flour mill where 
he discovers a broken down Tiger Moth biplane and its broken down, alcoholic caretaker, Harry 
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Campbell. The biplane becomes the engine of his triumph over the gang. 
In this, his first feature film, de Heer toyed briefly with sound effects and Branigan’s APOV, 
crafting subjectivity for the audience in two short scenes involving the Orville and some rubbish in 
an empty alleyway. Within the first few minutes of the film, the optimistic Orville is shown 
throwing paint tin lids against a wall in a deserted alleyway. As they spin, an electronic whirring 
sound is heard: from Orville’s point of view (we surmise) the tin lids are flying like an aeroplane. 
With this momentary lapse in aural realism, de Heer allows the audience to enter into the mindset of 
this frustrated young boy, whose actual voice is seldom acknowledged by his peers. He is a 
victimised individual, not a controlling hyper-masculine identity, yet de Heer effectively constructs 
him as protagonist of the film. Despite continual rejection from his peers, it appears the boy’s spirit 
is not quashed and he can make paint tin lids fly with electronic pizzazz.  De Heer here foreshadows 
his even bolder forays into APOV in feature films to follow and consolidates the meaning in Tail of 
a Tiger, when, humiliated after the gang have destroyed his model biplane and just before he 
discovers the real Tiger Moth, de Heer shows Orville returning to spinning tin lids. This time, 
reflecting the boy’s psychological dejection, the sound they produce is just a dull clang as they fall 
impotently against the wall. With these two APOVs, de Heer garners greater subjective alignment 
from the audience with his unlikely protagonist. 
The auditory technique involved here may be better understood when illustrated by an 
example from another, better known film. In Francis Ford Coppola’s Apocalypse Now (1979), one 
of the first sounds the audience hears is that of an electronically synthesised helicopter. 
Disconcertingly, however, it registers with the audience -- on a sometimes unconscious level -- that 
the noise is not quite right . As Randy Thom, who worked as a sound effects mixer on this film, 
explained: 
… it’s Captain Willard’s brain that we’re listening to. […] The main reason that POV is so 
important in terms of our being able to make a contribution is that once the audience realises 
or feels that what they are seeing and hearing is being filtered through the brain of one or 
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more of the characters in the film […] then they’re willing to accept almost anything you 
give them in terms of sound. At that point, once we get that idea across, we’re no longer in a 
straitjacket of objectivity (Thom 124). 
Such a “straitjacket of objectivity” was deliberately loosened by de Heer when he first employed 
the APOV in Tail of a Tiger. But he is not alone when it comes to aural manipulation of 
subjectivity: since Apocalypse Now other Australian directors have made similar departures from 
sonic realism. Kathleen McHugh notes the use of an APOV by director Jane Campion in her film 
Passionless Moments (1983) to:  
… represent internal psychological states. They do so through a sophisticated and sustained 
use of voiceover narration in conjunction with an emphasis on filmic sound honed and 
focused by a complete absence of dialogue. […] The film uses yet innovates the conceit of 
the deadline by making the immanent crisis all in Lindsay’s head. The alarm that we hear is 
therefore coded as internal diegetic sound – it too is in his head, an experience that the 
spectator shares with him but that the other characters in Lindsay’s world cannot (McHugh 
32-4). 
Although McHugh prefers to call it “internal diegetic sound”, it is the same technique of the APOV 
sound sequence that de Heer has tentatively explored in Tail of a Tiger.  
Incident at Raven’s Gate (1988, Rolf de Heer). 
De Heer’s second film, the 94 minute science fiction/horror/thriller Incident at Raven’s 
Gate, is noteworthy for how much he achieved on a shoestring budget in a genre usually 
characterized by Hollywood fiscal excess. The film is about an alien invasion -- with a difference.  
De Heer’s aliens invade an outback community but remain unseen for the length of the film. 
Philippa Hawker applauded the “particularly imaginative use of sound” in this low-budget thriller in 
which “sound and image create the disorientation, rather than the effects” (Hawker 278). In 
imparting the disorienting sense of mystery and intrigue, sound provides a special focus for several 
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of the film’s characters. Taylor, the policeman, has a hearing aid and uses it effectively when his 
detective work requires eavesdropping. But when it is taken away from him, he is engulfed in a 
silent world as Hemmings (a mysterious UFO scientist) undertakes a noiseless meeting with another 
unidentified but official-looking character. The audience is encouraged to hear from Taylor’s point 
of view, and just as he is unable to process what is going on, so the audience remains uninformed. 
Indeed, it is through sound, and specifically the use of another two striking APOV sequences, that 
the audience witnesses the first sign that something very strange is going on at Raven’s Gate. When 
fast-driving Eddy is chased by the cop their car stereo’s sound tracks mysteriously swap: Eddie’s 
punk rock music is replaced by the Verdi opera of Taylor and vice versa. That the abhorrent punk 
noise keeps on playing after Taylor takes it out of the machine and crushes the cassette underfoot 
signals that something weird is going on. The use of contrasting types of music further defines these 
two characters in other key moments of the film, too, such as when barmaid Annie is killed. The 
tragedy is heightened by the sound of Verdi, and thus the soundtrack is effectively used to 
accentuate certain events and manipulate our reactions to these two very different characters, 
neither of whom compares to Hollywood’s Stallone or Schwarzenegger in terms of braggadocio or 
the need to control. Non-melodic, industrial sound is also used to signify the alien’s activity (the 
most unusual -- but unshown -- character in this film). Indeed, the alien’s imposition upon the 
internal sound diegesis of Eddie and Taylor, when their car’s sound systems swap, indicate the 
potential for more than just the internal universe of the on-screen character to be represented by the 
APOV, and this is why McHugh’s brief description of “internal diegetic sound” is perhaps 
inadequate: the sound in Eddie or Taylor’s head may well be in the heads of the aliens, too. Result: 
more unlikely protagonists.  Thus, de Heer develops a newer, bolder use of the APOV than in his 
previous attempt in Tail of a Tiger. 
Dingo (1991, Rolf de Heer). 
De Heer’s next film, Dingo, also known as Dingo, Dog of the Desert, can be described as an 
obvious vehicle for its star, jazz trumpeter Miles Davis, but de Heer chose not to do a veiled biopic. 
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Instead, the film begins with the adult John “Dingo” Anderson aiming his trumpet at the sky, 
improvising a baleful blues lick in the vast Australian outback. Alone, his music echoes around him 
hauntingly. The vision and the film’s titles fade to reveal a scene of utmost relevance to this paper’s 
argument: the twelve year old John Anderson breaking off an arm wrestle with his mate, overseen 
by the precocious Jane (Dingo’s wife to be), because he -- and he alone -- suddenly hears music. It 
is the afternoon of January 14, 1969, and a TNT jet freight plane is unexpectedly arriving on the 
dusty airstrip of Poona Flat, somewhere in outback Australia. The music the boy hears is the 
characteristically muted trumpet of Miles Davis, but all the townsfolk of Poona Flat can hear is the 
roar of the jet engines. Magically, the audience is privy to this little boy’s perception of events.2 On 
board the jet is the legendary Billy Cross (Davis) and his eccentric ensemble. Davis’s brand of 
contemporary cool jazz erupts, rolling across the desert town like a tsunami. For a few brief 
moments, the parochial township is transported to another time and place. Black women in 
Caribbean head-dress and colored sunglasses anachronistically mingle with the Aussie beer-and-
shorts crowd. The vision fades to black before displaying a close-up of Cross/Davis performing in 
the dark of what might be a Parisian nightclub. Then this hybrid of jazz icon and de Heer creation 
re-boards the plane and disappears, but not before inviting the captivated young boy called “Dingo” 
to look him up sometime in France. Once more an unlikely protagonist is molded through use of the 
APOV. 
Dingo is the first film for which de Heer published a diary and these notes reveal de Heer’s 
considerable interest in recording and mixing the sound. For example, the diary reads: 
It was Miles who suggested Michel Legrand to co-compose the music. […] He’s more 
                                                 
2 It must be noted that the original script by Marc Rosenberg fails to suggest that the music Dingo 
apparently hears should be heard by the audience, let alone before the jet itself is even heard or seen 
(see Rosenberg 1992, 3). This APOV-oriented inclusion of the audience into the headspace of the 
young Dingo is entirely de Heer’s invention. 
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film/traditional and Miles more avant-garde, so it was a great combination. […] The bulk of 
the soundtrack was composed with their only references being the script, a few pages of my 
notes and a one hour tape of Australian bush sounds we’d made for them. […] The sound 
mix went so well that Pete [Smith, the film’s music mixer] and I ended up doing the 
soundtrack album for Warner Brothers in America at Hendon [de Heer’s Adelaide studio] 
too (De Heer 1991). 
De Heer continues in his web diary about the influence of the film’s first musical piece, “Kimberley 
Trumpet” on his film-making process: 
I found the piece incredibly evocative - it “told” me how to shoot it […] Pete Smith, the 
music mixer, understood instinctively the dramatic relationship between what was 
happening on the screen and what could be drawn out of the music, and each time we ran 
through it I was deeply moved ... (De Heer 1991). 
De Heer apparently enjoyed editing the film to the music and Tom O’Regan states of the result: “De 
Heer cuts and frames his shots as much as possible to the music, attempting not just a film about 
jazz but a jazz film” (O’Regan 174). Takes varied in length and purpose with seemingly self-
indulgent fancy as de Heer improvised on standard editing procedure. The before-mentioned 
opening sequence is a prime example: within the adult Dingo’s flashback to his momentous first 
meeting with Cross, de Heer cuts to a contemporary shot of the trumpeter performing in a 
nightclub, before returning to the enacted memory of the adult Anderson. This bold, unexpected 
transition from flashback to flashforward to flashback again indicates a director unafraid to explore 
inventive film-making, and complements his use of the APOV, making the technique appear a less 
distracting intervention by the post-production obsessed director when the film’s overall 
manipulation of sound is considered.   
Bad Boy Bubby (1993, Rolf de Heer). 
De Heer’s next film, Bad Boy Bubby, presents a disturbing depiction of a modern urban 
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Frankenstein’s monster. Its horror involves the graphic depiction of mother/child intercourse, 
matricide and patricide. The  story focuses on Bubby, who has been raised for apparently all of his 
35 years in complete isolation by his domineering mother, Flo. Less the suffocating mother-hen 
than the punishing matriarch, Flo uses Bubby for emotionless sex -- he’s only told he’s “good boy 
Bubby” when servicing her -- and she deceives him into believing the air outside is poisonous, 
wearing a gas-mask whenever she leaves their drab, windowless and cockroach-ridden, cement-box 
apartment. His long-estranged alcoholic priest of a father, Pop, whom Bubby does not recognize or 
even remember, arrives unexpectedly, triggering a bizarre act of murder in which Bubby 
asphyxiates both his scabrous parents with clingwrap, leading to his escape and heuristic journey 
into the world of sonic wonder outside the front door. 
Certainly, sound is an important component of any audio-visual horror experience. As 
Jonathan L. Crane said: 
If science privileges sense data across observers, then the horror film trumps science by 
offering indelible sounds and memorable images that would rattle even the most 
dispassionate of research fellows. The malevolent soughing that runs through the Friday the 
13th series, Bernard Herrmann’s electric psychostrings, the two-note riff of the great shark 
(Crane 153). 
In Bad Boy Bubby writer/director de Heer used sound to demarcate the two distinctly different 
worlds: the hell-hole of Flo’s dank and dirty apartment and the marvel of the unexplored universe 
outside. The disjointed, minimalist dialogue between Flo and Bubby is embedded in a 
claustrophobic, industrial, almost metallic soundscape, recalling the sonic atmosphere of David 
Lynch’s Eraserhead (1978). These deadening, uninspiring aural circumstances, entirely devoid of 
music, are soon left behind. Once freed, Bubby experiences an astonishing series of growth-
enhancing meetings with sound and music, from his initial encounter with a Salvation Army choir 
he hears from afar and compulsively seeks out to the barking of an aggressive Alsatian dog. The 
second part of the film is richly saturated with diegetic and non-diegetic music and sound. 
  
11
11
Yet there is more to the depressing atmosphere of the apartment than the absence of sonic 
variety: the manner in which the sounds of Bubby’s melancholy prison are recorded and heard 
contribute vastly to its sense of oppressiveness. De Heer’s long time collaborator, sound designer 
James Currie, developed a binaural headset for the actor, Nicholas Hope, to wear beneath his wig 
throughout the film, and Bad Boy Bubby is one of the first feature films to utilize the recordings 
from binaural microphones as a key feature of the soundtrack. This device, constructed by Fred and 
Margaret Stahl, permits the stereo focus of the sound to change according to the movements and 
direction of the actor’s head, and for his own breathing and bodily functions to be closely and 
intimately recorded. The left and right channels of the recording are kept separate all the way from 
the beginning of the recording process through to the playback in the cinema. Rather than 
encouraging a critical distance from the text of the film the binaural playback serves to increase 
identification with the wearer of the binaural headset. In interview, de Heer states, “[The binaural 
recording technology] is extremely subjective to the character […] it affects the viewer 
emotionally” (Gregory 2005). This close identification with Bubby also stamps his authority as the 
protagonist of the narrative, in much the same way Linda Aronsen regards voice-over narration: 
“Make sure that the character speaking in voice-over is meant to be the protagonist, because the 
audience will assume that it is; indeed, any character speaking in voice-over will take over the film” 
(Aronsen 63). Sounds only Bubby can hear, like thoughts only he is privy to, place us in his world. 
Thus, an intense, claustrophobic, unsettling feeling is choreographed by the close identification of 
the audience with Bubby’s head and its position relative to the sonic environment of the apartment. 
In assessing the effect of the binaural microphones on the receptor audiences, Hickey-Moody and 
Iocca coined a new term for the cinema-goer at Bad Boy Bubby when they said “In de Heer’s film, 
the viewer is primarily a listener, or aurator, and secondly a spectator” (Iocca and Hickey-Moody 
78), claiming that in privileging the intimate noises of Bubby’s existence and producing an 
intensely claustrophobic atmosphere of “gurgling, eating and pissing”, the audience is forced to 
identify with him and alternatively to be disgusted by him. Whilst making us see things (or rather, 
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hear things) from his point of view, the sounds of Bubby’s bodily functions also actively work 
towards a position of disrupted pleasure for the grimacing audience, according to Hickey-Moody 
and Iocca. One particularly nauseating example occurs when Bubby experiments with cling-wrap, 
enfolding his own face until the rustle of the plastic and the struggle of Bubby’s breathlessness 
becomes almost too much for the “aurator” to bear. Hickey-Moody and Iocca’s proposal of this new 
term may be interpreted as a response to the call by Rick Altman for a “new vocabulary, more 
attuned to the way film sound makes, rather than processes, meaning” (Altman 249). With the 
listener positioned between the two microphones, i.e. virtually between Bubby’s ears, he or she is 
perfectly synchronized with the protagonist’s sonic journey: the aurator hears through the left ear 
that which Bubby hears through his left ear, hears through the right ear that which Bubby hears 
through his right ear. What’s more, the highly sensitive microphones accurately track the distance 
of sounds from their source and enable the aurator to position the source: to the left or right in front 
or the left or right behind Bubby. Thus they experience sound literally from the perspective of 
Bubby. This effectively challenges the “vococentrism” of Michel Chion’s model of aural 
importance (Chion 5): the conventional sound hierarchy with dialogue positioned at the top, is 
dismantled and reversed. Diegetic sounds not normally incorporated into the audience’s experience 
of the universe of the film become unnervingly persistent and loud. 
Iocca and Hickey-Moody later stated: “From a psychoanalytic film theory perspective, the 
use of silence, sound and minimal dialogue in the first part of the film constructs a fantasy of pre-
Oedipal containment, as Bubby’s perverse life of confinement and abuse with his mother is 
established” (126). Adopting Kaja Silverman’s concept of the sonic envelope of the mother’s voice 
which surrounds the child before it can engage in language or even understand its identity (1988, 
72), they note that Bubby is in a similar state of infantile containment. All his physical needs are 
met by Flo, who confines him in a small space, “almost as if he were in a perverse nursery or a dark 
womb” (Iocca and Hickey-Moody 127). But, Flo’s voice is not the familiar comforting voice of a 
sonorous maternal envelope. “Flo’s aggressive and abusive tones and statements” (127) contrast 
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with the pre-Oedipal bliss of infantile containment and thus contribute to Bubby’s unusual and non-
hyper masculinity. The affective influence of Flo and Pop’s verbal abuse is such that Bubby has a 
victimized and vulnerable subjectivity in the eyes of the audience. As a result of his sonic 
circumstances Bubby earns the audience’s uncomfortable sympathy and they identify even further 
with this victim of a most cruel upbringing. Fortunately, Bubby finds a creative outlet -- and 
cathartic salvation -- in music, as he finds an audience for his parrot-like renditions of past abuses 
via his position as the idolized lead-singer of the pub band “Pop and the Clingwrap Killers”.  
I would suggest that Bad Boy Bubby is little short of an extended APOV. Indeed, the 
amplified and evocative sound environment produced in the film recalls the experimental 
soundscapes of the films of Philip Brophy, which have been chronicled as: “… the organization of 
more complex spatio-temporal relationships [that explore] methods which have the potential to 
extend and enrich the vocabulary of film sound and perception” (Samartzis 50-1). By using the 
binaural microphone system, de Heer literally and subjectively positions the aurator in the 
headspace of a most unlikely and non-hyper-masculine protagonist. With a conventional 
soundtrack, Bad Boy Bubby would have an entirely different effect on its audience.  
The Quiet Room (1996, Rolf de Heer). 
De Heer’s fourth film was the environmentally didactic Epsilon (1995, Rolf de Heer) which 
involved much motion control photography of night skies and desert vistas. It features a voice-over 
from a wise grandmother recounting her meeting with a former surveyor who, after falling for an 
extra-terrestrial in the shape of a beautiful woman, becomes intent on saving the world from eco-
disaster (see Starrs, “Filmic ecowarnings”, 2007). As such, this film conforms with de Heer’s 
ongoing project to privilege non-controlling or even feminist idealistic protagonists, but does not 
include the use of an APOV, and therefore is not considered for the purposes of this paper. A year 
later, however, came another film in which de Heer encouraged audiences to identify with an 
unlikely protagonist -- a mute little girl -- via the APOV. 
It can easily be argued that in his early films Rolf de Heer was a film-maker of consistently 
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limited means. His aspirations with each venture may not have been to make the next Hollywood 
blockbuster, or even the work of his life, but to make a movie with the resources available, if for no 
other reason than to keep a roof over his family’s head. The website statistics box for The Quiet 
Room lists the film stock used as “short ends – various stock” (de Heer 1996): the ingenious 
director made a film out of bits of unexposed film left over from previous projects! What’s more, he 
cast his own children.3 The result is the story of a stubbornly determined little girl self-sequestered 
in her pretty, blue-walled bedroom. But although her parents dote on her, this is no home, sweet 
home scenario. With fatalistic cynicism, she watches her goldfish die, acts out happy families with 
her Barbie dolls and draws crayon pictures of her own dysfunctional family. De Heer had explored 
childhood in the past (most notably with Tail of a Tiger), but The Quiet Room signaled his most 
intense examination of child psychology to date, as he created an intellectually fascinating but 
emotionally draining study of one little life under severe strain: that of a seven-year-old only 
                                                 
3 De Heer elucidates on the motivation for this: 
[The Quiet Room] was another case of “How do I pay the rent next month […] And so I 
thought, “What do I know well?” […] So I decided to cast my seven-year-old daughter and 
having done that, I couldn’t not cast my three-year-old because of the potential 
psychological damage she might suffer. But by this time I was thinking the character was an 
only child. So what do I do about that? Ah … if I cast the younger one as the same character 
but four years earlier, that would work because my daughters sort of look alike. Having cast 
my seven-year-old daughter, I now had this huge problem because she’d been in one small 
scene of my previous film and had been very self-conscious, not fluid like kids normally are. 
[…] “Maybe if she doesn’t talk I can get away with it. So why doesn’t she talk? Well, 
maybe she was born that way. Or maybe she’s decided not to talk. If she’s decided not to 
talk, maybe I can hear her thoughts, and that’s really what I’m interested in – what do seven-
year-olds think? Why has she decided not to talk? Maybe because her parents were fighting 
and this is her protest (de Heer, 2005). 
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daughter and of the three-year-old she once was. Making her silent enabled de Heer to probe and 
explore her inner life, using voice over interior monologue to reveal her mental reasoning and 
emotional turmoil. 
When her father sits her down to talk about the impending separation, he begins by saying, 
“This isn’t easy,” and the child, in her voiced internal monologue, responds, “Yes it is - just don’t 
say it.” Nursery rhymes are modified within her head; “Hey diddle diddle, my Dad did a piddle, 
right on the bedroom floor. My dear Mum yelled to see such a mess, so my Dad did a little bit 
more. Thanks, Dad. Thanks, Mum.” and “Mum be nimble, Dad be quick. Mum and Dad, you make 
me sick.” The binaural headset, de Heer’s technological contribution to the APOV, and also used so 
effectively in Bad Boy Bubby, is employed yet again, this time to record the narration of the little 
girl and differentiate it from her onscreen speaking voice, as rarely heard as it is. Thus, sound 
designer Peter Smith and composer Graham Tardif’s unobtrusive score keep the child’s narration 
always up front and close, and her parents can be overheard arguing in other parts of the house, 
creating an unusual eavesdropping effect -- a technique also explored by Francis Ford Coppola in 
The Conversation (1974). A sense of aural voyeurism is developed, akin to Elizabeth Weis’s 
“erotics of cinematic eavesdropping” (Weis 79), sonic subjectivity which is compounded when de 
Heer employs a particularly evocative APOV: as the little girl is having her hair brushed by her 
mother, the noise of the hairbrush is distorted and amplified, eventually blending into the sound of 
waves breaking on the sand as the little girl fantasizes about taking her longed-for dog for a run on 
the beach. For a few brief seconds, we hear things as the protagonist, the mute little girl, seems to 
imagine them. This combined with the binaural sound recording and the eavesdropping effect gives 
a heightened sense of identification with yet another unlikely protagonist. 
Conclusion: Rolf de Heer’s Emergence as an Aural Auteur. 
Undoubtedly, the soundtrack is extremely influential in terms of a film’s emotional impact. 
Perhaps it is ultimately more influential than the visual image. As director and composer Mike 
Figgis claims: 
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People say, “Why do you want to shoot on 16mm?” I’d be happy to shoot it on High 8 and 
blow it up. I think the shittier it looks, or the more abstract you can make the image, by 
whatever means, the more chance you’re going to have of saying something that will hit the 
unconscious rather than the front of the head. […] As long as you have enough money to 
make sure that the soundtrack sounds like a film, because that’s the one thing people do 
expect (Figgis 6). 
Figgis identifies the way sound can unconsciously trigger emotional states and director David 
Lynch would seem to agree: “Sound is 50 per cent of a film. In some scenes it’s almost 100 per 
cent. It’s the thing that can add so much emotion to a film” (Lynch 52). Likewise, Rolf de Heer 
acknowledges, “Sound is, from my point of view, 60% of the emotional content of a film” (qtd. in 
Starrs, “Sounds of silence”, 18). But this comment reveals more than just agreement with Lynch: 
the “point of view” de Heer speaks of is, in most of his early films, not just his own but also that of 
an unlikely protagonist whose position the audience is encouraged to identify with on an 
unconscious level, hence the relevance of a psychoanalytic theorising to this paper. As Iocca and 
Hickey-Moody argue, de Heer’s uses of sound in Bad Boy Bubby, “make conscious the pedestrian 
sounds of the everyday, challenging Claudia Gorbman’s [1987] assertion that “the volume, mood 
and rhythm of the sound track must be subordinate to the dramatic and emotional dictates of the 
film narrative” ” (Iocca and Moody 124-5). More recently, however, Gorbman notes that with the 
digital revolution in music, auteurist directors are able to employ sound (although she writes 
specifically of music) in ways previously unimagined: 
The strictures and underlying aesthetic of the classical rules of song music simply no longer 
hold. Melodies are no longer unheard, song lyrics are perceived to add rather than detract 
from audio-viewing, and the sky’s the limit with respect to the possible relations between 
music and image and story (Gorbman, 2007, 151). 
Gorbman also seems to acknowledge the potential for Philip Brophy’s “aural auteur” (“Punk 
Ambient”, 2006, 16), writing: 
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... the “auteur director” has placed a premium on asserting control of the texture, rhythm, 
and tonality of his or her work, and of the social identifications made available through 
music choices […] The auteur can write in cinema, using sound as well as the camera (2007, 
156). 
Well before such critical writing, however, de Heer realised the potential for the APOV to strongly 
align the audience with his protagonist/s, no matter how non-mainstream he made them. 
Particularly powerful when used near the beginning of the narrative, he would no doubt agree with 
Thom regarding his statement: “Once the audience realizes or feels that what they are seeing and 
hearing is being filtered through the brain of [the protagonist/s] then they’re willing to accept 
almost anything you give them in terms of sound” (Thom 124). The “poor metaphorical 
assignations of truth and honesty” (“Bring the Noise”, 2006, p. 16) that Brophy accuses theorists of 
hiding behind when they ignore the auteurial potential of the aural seem even less relevant when de 
Heer’s work is examined. Hickey-Moody and Iocca’s “aurator” (2004, 78) enjoying the sonic 
experimentation of de Heer, finds him or herself subjectively aligning not with a controlling, 
masculine matinee idol, but rather a less macho mortal, be it either Orville, Eddie, Taylor, Dingo, 
Bubby or the mute little girl. But surprisingly -- considering its effectiveness -- De Heer has not 
returned to obvious use of the APOV since The Quiet Room. Certainly, sound remains an area of 
interest and the role of the aural is still at times raised to a level of dominance amongst the 
numerous interactions informing the narrative, with Cat Hope urging “each of de Heer’s films 
merits a detailed treatise on the way they feature innovative sound ideas in the scripting and 
production stages, resulting in some of the most challenging and exciting cinema made in Australia 
today” (Hope, 2004). Dance Me To My Song (1997, Rolf de Heer) features an aphasic girl who 
finds love via her computerised voice synthesiser; a female voice-over narrates The Old Man Who 
Read Love Stories (2000, Rolf de Heer); The Tracker (2002, Rolf de Heer) employs Aboriginal 
folksinger, Archie Roach, as a singing narrator; the alienated wife in Alexandra’s Project (2003, 
Rolf de Heer) finds a voice via her video recorder; the Ganalbingu people of Arnhem Land speak in 
  
18
18
their own, non-English tongue for the length of Ten Canoes (2006, Rolf de Heer); and Dr. Plonk 
(2007, Rolf de Heer) is a silent film in which the musical soundtrack cues the film’s slapstick 
humour. Undeniably, study of de Heer’s use of sound is an ongoing project: de Heer is still film-
making and he should be considered a writer/director in his prime. This immigrant from Holland to 
the multicultural success story that is the contemporary Australian milieu preaches the pricking of 
our collective ears to those less voluminous voices of the marginalised in this multi-faceted 
Antipodean society, particularly those whom are still innocent children, and this worldview can be 
read even in the films from the emerging de Heer. In short, his zeitgeist is that such non-dominant 
entities deserve to be heard and valued. And, as the diversity of his oeuvre suggests, he is 
committed to exploring new stories, earning the subjective identification of the audience with his 
unlikely protagonists through innovative narrative rather than the intrusive post-production 
techniques – as effective as they were – employed in his early films. Now, with twelve feature films 
to his credit, de Heer says “I haven’t got the faintest idea what’s next … It could be anything” (qtd. 
in Starrs, “Sounds of silence”, 18), but audiences can be confident of hearing (and seeing) some 
unusual cinema as this aural auteur continues to re-negotiate mainstream film-making’s patriarchal, 
controlling male gaze and male voice. 
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